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ABSTRACT 



This document discusses state child welfare screening 
policies and practices, presenting data from a 1997 survey that examined the 
nature of states' formal screening policies and number of initial allegations 
of child maltreatment that states screened out. Although all states screen 
these allegations before investigation, little is known about the number of 
referrals screened out or criteria for screening. Section 1 discusses 
screening in the context of federal welfare reform, explaining the value in 
monitoring changes in referrals. Section 2 examines the general flow of child 
maltreatment allegations. Section 3 discusses the mechanics of state 
screening processes, noting that few states have explicit guidelines 
delineating types of reports to screen out. Section 4 examines the percentage 
of initial allegations screened out. Survey data indicate that state child 
welfare agencies screened out and closed without investigation one-third of 
their initial referrals. Section 5 discusses changes in state screening 
policies. Section 6 examines the relationship between screening and 
substantiation rates. Section 7 discusses the benefits and risks of 
screening. While benefits, risks, and best practices for effective screening 
are still being debated, policymakers and researchers must include screening 
data in any assessment of changes in child welfare caseloads. (Contains 22 
references.) (SM) 
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The Decision to Investigate: 
Understanding State Child 
Welfare Screening Policies 
and Practices 

Karen C. Tumlin and Rob Geen 



S tate child welfare agencies investigat- 
ed reports of abuse and neglect 
involving more than 3 million chil- 
dren in 1996. Many more children, 
however, were and continue to be ini- 
tially referred to child welfare agen- 
cies for child maltreatment^ allegations. State 
agencies assess each such referral to determine 
how best to respond and if the referral merits 
investigation. Child welfare agencies receive 
many referrals that clearly do not constitute abuse 
or neglect or that provide so little informa- 
tion that the agency has no way to 
locate the alleged perpetrator and 
conduct an investigation. Refer- 
rals are screened, and such 
screening serves a gate-keep- 
ing function, allowing child 
welfare agencies to determine 
which families are investigated 
and, by extension, which fami- 
lies may eventually receive 
more intensive agency services. 

In this process, some child maltreat 
ment allegations are screened out before 
an in-person investigation is conducted. 

There has been considerable debate about the 
growing-number of reports investigated by child 
welfare workers and the declining proportion of 
these reports that are substantiated. Some have 
aigued that these numbers reflect an increase in 
inappropriate referrals; others suggest that child 
welfare agencies have raised the threshold of 
what constitutes maltreatment to compensate for 
inadequate agency budgets (Besharov 1998; 
Downing, Wells, and Fluke 1990). Although vir- 
tually every state screens child maltreatment alle- 
gations prior to investigation, little is known 
about the number of referrals screened out before 



Despite 
the lack of 
explicit guide- 
lines, states screen 
out a substantial 
portion of initial 
child maltreatment 
allegations. 



an investigation is conducted or about the criteria 
used to screen these referrals. 

Screening in the Context of 
Federai WeOfare Reform 

In the wake of landmark legislation that 
reshaped the nation’s welfare system, public offi- 
cials and researchers have voiced concerns about 
its potential effects. Competing theories have 
emerged on how federal welfare reform could 
alter the demand for child welfare services 
(Allen 1996; Child Welfare League of 
America 1998; Courtney 1997; 
Knitzer and Bernard 1997). Many 
of these theories are tied to how 
well families fare economically 
under the new rules. Since stud- 
ies have shown that poverty sta- 
tus is correlated with higher 
reporting of child abuse and 
neglect (Pel ton 1978; Sedlak and 
Broadhurst 1996), some argue that 
if welfare reform is successful in 
moving recipients into the labor force 
and increasing family income, the family 
stresses caused by economic conditions will 
lessen and fewer children may be reported for 
child maltreatment. Conversely, if families’ eco- 
nomic well-being worsens, more children may be 
reported. In addition, policymakers have raised 
the concern that if parents cannot find adequate 
child care, they may leave young children inade- 
quately supervised in order to meet work require- 
ments. 

Any attempt to measure the effect of welfare 
reform on child maltreatment presents sizable 
challenges. It is extremely difficult to track 
changes in the incidence of abuse and neglect, 
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since many incidents are never report- 
ed to child welfare agencies. Exam- 
ining only changes in the number of 
child maltreatment reports investigat- 
ed ignores the influence that changes 
in screening practices may have. An 
alternative measure, the number of 
referrals for alleged maltreatment, is 
not affected by screening practices 
but may be subject to broader social 
trends and changing policies with 
respect to reporting. Regardless of 
the measure used, significant method- 
ological challenges emerge with any 
attempt to link changes in child mal- 
treatment rates to particular social 
policies. 

Nonetheless, given the potential 
for great variation across jurisdictions 
in child maltreatment screening prac- 
tices, there is value in monitoring 
changes in referrals. In order to mea- 
sure the magnitude and direction of 
the change in referrals (if any) experi- 
enced by child welfare agencies fol- 
lowing federal welfare reform, the 
Urban Institute conducted a baseline 
survey of state child welfare agencies 
in 1997. This survey collected data 
on both the nature of states’ formal 
screening policies and the number of 
initial allegations of child maltreat- 
ment that states screened out. 2 Before 
this study, screening data were not 



collected systematically across all 
states.3 The results of this study are 
presented here.^ 

Geoeiral Flow off 
Child Malffreaffmemiff 
Allegatiomis 

Child welfare systems are com- 
plex. Allegations of child maltreat- 
ment made to state child welfare 
agencies may result in a variety of 
outcomes (see figure 1). Most reports 
of child maltreatment find their way 
to a local child welfare agency via 
state telephone hotlines. All states 
have hotlines staffed by child welfare 
intake workers who record allegations 
of child maltreatment. In some states, 
workers also check agency records to 
determine if reported families are cur- 
rently involved in open child welfare 
cases or have a history of substantiat- 
ed child maltreatment reports. Work- 
ers then decide whether to refer the 
new reports for investigation. 

The IViechaoics off lthe 
State Sareeimoinig 
Practices 

Virtually all states screen child 
maltreatment referrals . (Only the 
District of Columbia reported that 



currently all child maltreatment alle- 
gations referred to child welfare are 
investigated.5) Despite having screen- 
ing policies, few states have explicit 
guidelines delineating the types of 
reports that should be screened out; 
even fewer states use formal instru- 
ments to guide the screening process 
(Downing et al. 1990). Therefore, the 
actual process varies widely by state 
and even by counties within states. 

In most states, the responsibility 
for making a screening decision rests 
with one worker. However, in some 
states more than one staff member 
takes part in a multiple-review 
process for each initial allegation. 
For example, a hotline worker may 
initially screen out reports that are 
later reviewed by a supervisor who 
may elect to investigate a case that the 
first reviewer screened out or reject a 
recommendation to investigate. 

Of the 40 states that provided 
information, the majority (26) had 
single-review screening processes, 
while one- third (14) used multiple- 
review screening. About half of the 
states (12 out of 26) that relied on 
only one worker to make screening 
decisions used a supervisor instead of 
a hotline worker, an investigator, or a 
social worker to make these deci- 
sions. In states with multiple-review 



Figure 1 

General Flow of Child Maltreatment Allegations through Child Welfare Agencies 





screening, the most common combi- 
nation (for 8 out of 14) was an intake 
worker making an initial screening 
decision that was reviewed by a 
supervisor. 

The survey also found that train- 
ing requirements for screeners varied 
by state. Some states had strict edu- 
cational requirements for their screen- 
ers; others did not. In some states, 
screeners were required to have sever- 
al years of experience in child pro- 
tection, while other states had no such 
requirements. Workers who answered 
state hotlines made screening deci- 
sions in some states, while in others 
these workers simply recorded infor- 
mation and left screening decisions to 
intake supervisors. 

Peirceimtage off Dmotoal 
AllegatDomis Scireemiedl 
Oot 

The survey attempted to quantify 
the number of initial child maltreat- 
ment allegations made to state agen- 
cies in 1996.6 Xhe results show that 
state child welfare agencies screened 
out and closed without investigation 
about one-third of the initial referrals 
they received. Based on the 3 1 states 
that could provide complete data, 
states screened out a median of 36 
percent of all initial allegations of 
child abuse and neglect. However, the 
percentage of initial allegations 
screened out varied widely — from a 
low of 5 percent (New Jersey) to a 
high of 78 percent (Vermont). A sig- 
nificant number of states had 
screened-out rates substantially over 
or under the national median. While 
seven states screened out at least half 
of their initial allegations, five states 
screened out 10 percent or less (table 
1 ). 

Aggregate state screening data 
may mask divergent county trends. 
For example, in 1994 California 
reported that statewide, 32 percent of 
all initial allegations of child mal- 
treatment were screened out before 
investigation. The screening rates 
ranged from a low of 19 percent in 
Los Angeles County to a high of 55 
percent in Contra Costa County (Cal- 
ifornia Legislative Analyst’s Office 
1996). California is not alone; other 
O reported similar cross-county 
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variation in their screening rates 
(Geen and Tumlin 1999). Therefore, 
the diversity of screening practices is 
likely much greater than the state 
variation revealed by the survey. 



Clhainiges Dim State 
ScireeimDimg PolScSes 

Prior research has shown that 
states often use stricter screening 
standards during times of high 
demand or staff reductions. For 
example, the Child Welfare League of 
America reported that 45 percent of 
state administrators surveyed in 1995 
said that state triage policies dis- 
missed some reports that would have 
been investigated five years earlier 
(Curtis et al. 1995).^^ States were 
asked to report any changes in their 
official screening policies over the 
previous two years as well as changes 
in practices resulting in the screening 
out of certain types of allegations that 
previously would have been investi- 
gated. Many state agencies reported 
that they had recently tightened the 
criteria by which they judge whether 
a referral should be investigated. 
While only one state — Connecticut — 
reported that its official state policy 
changed to exclude certain types of 
reports from investigation,* many 
states reported unofficial changes in 
practice that produced the same 
result. Only one state — Indiana — 
reported an expansion in the types of 
cases investigated.^ Several states, 
however, reported expansions in who 
can be considered a perpetrator of 
child maltreatment. Prior to these 
expansions, allegations involving 
such perpetrators would have been 
screened out before investigation. For 
example, several states reported that 
they now investigate allegations that a 
parent’s live-in partner has maltreated 
his or her child. 



TIhe RelaHooimsIhDp 
betweeim ScireeimDimg 
aod SobstaimtDatDOim 



How do the wide range of state 
screening rates and practices affect 
states’ caseloads and substantiation 
rates? Over the past decade, state 
child welfare agencies have been crit- 
icized for investigating more allega- 



tions of child maltreatment but 
substantiating fewer cases. In 1996, 
for example, states substantiated on 
average two cases out of every five 
referred for investigation (DHHS 
1998). Since one of the primary 
goals of state screening policies is to 
reduce the number of inappropriate 
investigations, it seemed that states 
with higher screening percentages at 
intake might have higher substantia- 
tion rates. No such pattern was found 
(figure 211). For example, even outly- 
ing states that each screen out over 70 
percent of all referrals (Illinois and 
Nevada) substantiated less than 40 
percent of investigated reports — ^rates 
similar to or lower than the national 
median. Meanwhile, two states with 
small or nonexistent screening rates 
(Arizona and the District of Colum- 
bia) substantiated investigated reports 
at rates over 50 percent — well above 
the national median. 

What explains the apparent lack 
of relationship between aggregate 
screening and substantiation rates? 
While there is no evidence to suggest 
that the proportion of inappropriate 
referrals varies greatly by state, it 
does appear that some states maintain 
a higher threshold of not only what 
they will investigate but also what 
they will substantiate. Public officials 
have reported that screening decisions 
are influenced by agency capacity, 
and it seems reasonable that substan- 
tiation decisions are similarly affect- 
ed. Thus, severely overloaded states 
may screen out a large percentage of 
referrals and substantiate few investi- 
gated reports in an attempt to mitigate 
these overwhelming demands. 

Tbe Beoieffits and Risks 
off ScreeDiing 

Screening can benefit child wel- 
fare agencies as well as families 
reported for abuse and neglect. Child 
welfare agencies can save valuable 
staff time and agency funds. While 
data are limited, experts agree that 
children and families were reported to 
state child welfare agencies in record 
numbers over the past decade (Amer- 
ican Public Welfare Association 
1996; DHHS 1998; English 1998; 
Sedlak and Broadhurst 1996). In 
addition, child advocates, researchers. 
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Table 1 

State Screening Rates, 1996 



States 


Single or Multiple- 
Review Screening 
Process 


Percentage of Reports 
Screened Out before 
Investigation 


Percentage of 
Investigated Reports 
Substantiated 


Percentage of All Reports 
Substantiated 


District of Columbia 


None 


0.0 


51.4 


51.4 


New Jersey 


Single 


5.0 


28.3 


26.9 


California 


Multiple 


5.4 


N/A 


■ N/A 


Arizona 


Single 


5.5 


55.0 


52.0 


New Mexico 


Single 


10.0 


34.2 


30.8 


Delaware 


Single 


11.0 


33.9 


30.2 


Connecticut 


Single 


14.5 


44.1 


37.7 


Kentucky 


Single 


15.0 


40.1 


34.1 


Idaho 


Single 


25.6 


33.5 


24.9 


Georgia 


Single 


26.9 


55.8 


40.8 


Texas 


Single 


28.0 


36.8 


26.5 


Oklahoma 


Multiple 


31.2 


34.8 


23.9 


Arkansas 


Multiple 


33.0 


36.4 


24.4 


Alaska 


Single 


33.4 


93.4 


62.2 


Wyoming 


Single 


35.1 


N/A 


N/A 


Rhode Island 


Single 


35.8 


30.0 


19.3 


Colorado 


Single 


36.2 


16.5 


10.5 


Iowa 


Single 


36.6 


33.4 


21.2 


Oregon 


Multiple 


38.4 


59.7 


36.7 


Maine 


Single 


38.7 


68.4 


41.9 


Maryland 


Multiple 


40.6 


52.9 


31.4 


Massachusetts 


Single 


40.8 


50.0 


29.6 


New York 


Multiple 


42.7 


32.3 


18.5 


Missouri 


Single 


45.0 


34.3 


18.9 


Florida 


Single 


49.6 


45.6 


23.0 


Michigan 


Single 


52.7 


15.9 


7.5 


New Hampshire 


Single 


53.8 


13.6 


6.3 


Washington 


Multiple 


56.3 


69.4 


30.3 


Nevada 


Single 


71.1 


. 0 39.2 


. 11.3 


Illinois 


Single 


75.8 


35.5 


8.6 


Vermont 


Single 


78.1 


45.1 


9.9 


Median 


N/A 


35.8 


38.0 


26.7 



Sources: The Urban Institute Child Welfare Survey; reports from state child welfare officials. Hawaii and Virginia did not 
respond to the survey. All other missing states (18) could not provide the necessary data to calculate screening rates; these states 
are excluded from this table. 
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and state officials alike have reported 
that funding for child welfare services 
has not kept pace with increases in 
demand. (Courtney 1998; Meyers 
1994; Schorr 1997). Screening 
enables child welfare agencies to 
respond to this increased work burden 
in a prioritized fashion. In theory, this 
type of screening should reduce case- 
loads to a manageable number so that 
investigators have time to conduct 
thorough investigations of accepted 
cases and make the best use of limit- 
ed resources. 

Screening also frees up agency 
resources for substantiated cases of 
child maltreatment. Across states, 
such cases often receive no ongoing 
services. Based on data reported by 
31 states to the National Child Abuse 
and Neglect Data System, 40 percent 
of identified victims of abuse and 
neglect in 1997 received no services 
following a child protective services 
investigation (DHHS 1999). These 
data, coupled with screening data, 
show that only a small fraction of all 
families initially reported to child 



welfare agencies receive services fol- 
lowing an investigation. For example, 
in Florida, only 21 percent of all ini- 
tial allegations in 1996 resulted in 
children or families receiving services 
after an investigation was conduct- 
ed. Similarly, a study conducted in 
Alameda County, California, found 
that in 1993-1994 only 12 percent of 
families referred to child welfare 
received services following an inves- 
tigation (Karski, Gilbert, and Frame 
1996). Viewed from this perspective, 
states that increase their screened-out 
rates may be able to reserve precious 
funds to better serve families with 
substantiated allegations. 

For inappropriate reports of mal- 
treatment, screening can also reduce 
unnecessary intrusion into families’ 
private lives. Many argue that current 
child maltreatment statutes are vague 
and overly broad and, coupled with 
expansions of mandatory reporting 
laws, have led to an increase in the 
number of families investigated but a 
decrease in the percentage of substan- 
tiated reports (Besharov 1998). These 



critics argue that the declining per- 
centage of substantiated reports is a 
result of investigation of inappropri- 
ate referrals, which causes an unnec- 
essary intrusion into families’ privacy. 
Screening is a mechanism state child 
welfare agencies have been using to 
reduce such intrusions and to ensure 
that only appropriate cases are inves- 
tigated. Cases that are screened out 
generally involve no contact with the 
reported family and therefore could 
represent effective triaging without 
subjecting families to intrusion or 
shame. 

While effective screening of mal- 
treatment reports can be beneficial, 
there are also risks. Child welfare 
agencies may miss cases of true mal- 
treatment, subjecting children to fur- 
ther abuse or neglect. Unfortunately, 
there is little expert consensus about 
the causes of child maltreatment or 
how best to predict which children are 
at risk of future abuse. For example, 
research on the effectiveness of risk 
assessment models used by child wel- 
fare agencies indicates that these 



Figure 2 

Comparison of States’ 1996 Screening and Substantiation Rates 
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models do not reliably predict future 
harm to children (Wald and Woolver- 
ton 1990). Furthermore, screening 
occurs- at the. initial intake phase, 
where it is inherently most difficult 
for child welfare staff to render accu- 
rate decisions about maltreatment 
incidents, since these decisions are 
often based on skeletal information 
and little or no contact with the 
reported family. 

A related concern is the lack of 
information about what becomes of 
screened-out cases. How often are 
screened-out cases re-referred to child 
welfare agencies? And if these cases 
do return to the system, what percent- 
age eventually result in a substantiat- 
ed allegation of child maltreatment? 
The Alameda County study shows 
that the majority of cases (62 percent) 
that are initially screened out are re- 
reported to child welfare (Gilbert et 
al. 1997). Further research is needed 
to assess the frequency of re-reporting 
and eventual substantiation of allega- 
tions initially screened out by child 
welfare agencies. Such data are nec- 
essary to determine the effectiveness 
of current state screening practices. 




Child protection investigators 
must often make difficult and highly 
subjective decisions in determining 
whether to substantiate a report of 
maltreatment once an investigation 
has been conducted. But there are 
sometimes other equally challenging 
decisions that child welfare staff must 
make before a case is investigated — 
decisions that, if made in error, put 
children’s safety at risk. Unless a 
referral is clearly inappropriate, child 
welfare staff must balance the desire 
to use limited agency resources effi- 
ciently and minimize unnecessary 
intrusions into families’ lives with the 
possibility of failing to investigate a 
report on a child truly in need of pro- 
tection. Despite the lack of explicit 
screening guidelines, states screen out 
a substantial proportion of initial 
child maltreatment allegations. 
Research shows that since few states 
have explicit guidelines, workers use 
their own discretion and biases when 
making screening decisions (Gilbert 
et al. 1997). Moreover, since screen- 



ing decisions may be influenced by 
agency demand and capacity, infor- 
mal criteria for investigating a child 
maltreatment referral may fluctuate 
over time. This fluidity and cross- 
county variation may send mixed 
messages to potential reporters about 
what constitutes abusive or neglectful 
behavior. 

In determining the effects of wel- 
fare reform or any other social policy 
change on child maltreatment, it is 
essential to measure changes in how 
child welfare agencies respond to ini- 
tial allegations. If, for example, the 
number of children reported to child 
welfare agencies increases dramati- 
cally, but in response agencies simply 
screen out a greater proportion of 
reports, this increase will go unno- 
ticed by conventional measures. Yet, 
to date, most policymakers and 
researchers have relied on data on the 
number of child maltreatment reports 
investigated or substantiated to assess 
changes in the demand for child wel- 
fare services. In fact, many states do 
not maintain or examine child mal- 
treatment screening data. While the 
benefits, risks, and best practices for 
effective screening are still open to 
debate, there should be no doubt that 
policymakers and researchers must 
include screening data in any assess- 
ment of changes in child welfare 
caseloads. 

i^otes 

1. In this brief, the term “child mal- 
treatment” is used to refer collectively to 
incidents of child abuse and neglect. 

2. The survey was mailed to state 
officials in all 50 states and the District of 
Columbia. Urban Institute staff had fol- 
low-up phone conversations with state 
officials to ensure state data were inter- 
preted accurately. 

3. The closest proxy for the number 
of initial allegations of child maltreatment 
reported to child welfare agencies is the 
number of reports of child abuse and 
neglect referred for investigation collected 
by the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services from the National Child 
Abuse and Neglect Data System (NCANDS). 
Beginning in 1998, The NCANDS col- 
lected data similar to that collected by the 
Urban Institute on the number of reports 
of child abuse and neglect screened out 



before investigation in its 1997 survey. 

4. Two states, Hawaii and Virginia, did 
not respond to the Urban Institute Child 
Welfare Survey. Of the 49 states that 
responded, not all were able to provide all 
of the screening information requested on 
the survey. For the purposes of this brief, 
the District of Columbia is treated as a 
state. 

5. However, the general receiver for 
the District’s child welfare agency is cur- 
rently in the process of implementing a 
formal screening process (Jones 1999). In 
addition, since Hawadi and Virginia did 
not complete the screening survey it is 
unknown whether these states have a for- 
mal screening process. 

6. We worked with states to ensure 
that the counts of initial allegations were 
comparable. Specifically, we asked states 
to exclude crank calls, wrong numbers, 
and allegations that do not involve a child’s 
caregiver. Some stales also excluded allega- 
tions that, if true, would not meet state 
definitions of child abuse or neglect. 

7. Several state officials interviewed 
by Urban Institute staff for a separate 
study in 1996 and 1997 also noted that 
they currently rejected certain types of 
allegations that were investigated in times 
of less demand. See Geen and Tumlin, 
(1999). 

8. In Connecticut, an allegation that 
a child is “at risk of neglect” is no longer 
sufficient to warrant an investigation. 

9. Indiana is now investigating alle- 
gations of statutory rape even when con- 
sent of the minor can be established and 
the minor is over 12 years old. 

10. The national substantiation rate 
was calculated by counting reports that 
were “substantiated” and “indicated” 
under state criteria as substantiated 
reports. 

11. While there is no clear relation- 
ship between state screening rates and 
substantiation rates, a pattern might 
emerge if one were able to disaggregate 
state screening and substantiation data by 
type of maltreatment. State data show 
that substantiation rates vary greatly by 
the three major types of child maltreat- 
ment — physical abuse, sexual abuse, and 
neglect. It is reasonable to expect that 
screening may be more effective for cer- 
tain types of maltreatment and that aggre- 
gate screening data would mask these 
trends. 

12. Data provided by the Florida 
Department of Children and Families. 
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